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A SUMMARY OF A REPORT ON THAI STUDIES Q
: Chatthip Nartsupha

The report is consisted of three parts; 1) the nature of Thai studies
before the political change of 1973, 2)the changes in Thai studies since 1973,
and 3) some important schools of Thai studies at present.

The nature of Thai studies before the political change of 1973:

Thai studies began in the period of the absolute monarchy in the middle of the
nineteenth century. The studies were restricted among the circle of the
royality and the aristocrats. The study of Thai society was the study of the
royval chronicles, court politics in the past, glorification of court culture,
and the state version of Buddhism. Thai studies were then the study of the
state and state culture. And the state meant the royality and the aristocrats
not the ordinary people. The centralization of the Thai state and the emphasis
on unity as represented by the monarchy explained the purposefully negligence of
the study of provincial localities and the peasantry. The study of the state,
the royal family and aristocrats were claimed as being the Thal studies. After é@)
the Second World War the structural-functional approach was introduced
additionally to Thai studies by the modern sociologists, anthropologists, and
developmental economists or state planners who wanted to “modernize” the
country. But this structural-functional and its derived developmental approach
had a limited objective, that was to plan for modernization, rural development,
and security in a very short time span according to an already prescribed and
uniformed model. The objective was not to understand the long term economic and
cultural change of a society. Before 1973, therefore, there were two types of
Thai studies: 1) Thai studies of the Sakdina(or the aristocrats) type and

2) Thai studies of the structural-functional and developmental type. Both were
Thai studies from above and did not reflect the experiences and the stand point
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of the majority of the people. In addition, through these two approaches the
country had been idealized, and consequently Thailand became an ahistorical
society.

The changes in Thai studies since 1973:
The students’ democratic uprising of October 1973 changed this picture.
Politically it allowed a study of various theories of society and critical
inquiry into Thai history. But most important impact was in thecultural field.
The 1973 uprising made the people concious on their active role in the Thai
society and started to find out the nature of the society, the positions and
relationship of the various classes within it. In essence two new elements have
been added to Thai studies since 1973: 1) a study of the socio-economic history
of the country and 2) a study of the various localities, provincial communities
and villages, especially from their independent viewpoints. In the study of the
socio-economic history, the question of the nature of the Thai Sakdina{or pre-
capitalists) system and its exploitative character becamea central issue. Also
of much interest was the question why the Thai Sakdina system was not able to
evolve into an industrialized capitalist system. Pioneering works of Jit
Phoumisak (1930-1966), the most distinguished Thai Marxist scholar were
republished many times and widely read. A number of other scholarly works on
these and other related topics followed, such as research works of Professor
Chai~-anan Samudvanija, Professor Chontira Satayawattana, Professor Nidhi
Aeurivongse and many young scholars who wrote their M. A.theses in history,
politics, and economics. In the study of the provincial communities and
villages, the issue was the particular character of eachlocality, its tributary
relationship with the state and capitalism, and the degree of which it did
retain its autonomy both in the economic and the cultural spheres. Professor
Srisakra Vallibhotama, Professor Dhida Sanaya, NGO workers, and many local
scholars and intellectuals have been the leaders in this field of local history
and culture. Socio-economic history and local studies directly challenged the
Sakdina Thai studies and Thai studies of structural-functional type. The new
Thai studies with its historical approach and the view from below reflected
better the concrete nature of Thai system and its tradition. It challenges the
traditional, authoritarian state and provides justification for the
democratizing and decentralizing process which is going on at the moment in the
country.

Some important schools of Thai studies at present:
Among the new type of Thal studies there are three major schools of thought, the
Asiatic mode of production school, the dependency school, and Nidhi school. The
Asiatic mode school emphasizes the traditional character of the Thai Sakdina
state and the reproductive ability of the Thai village communities. Both
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factors have made the Thai system comparatively stable and unchallenged through
time. The dependency school emphasizes the penetrating power of capitalism.

Some industries such as chemicals, oil-refining, and car-assembling were
controlled by the multi-national firms. Class differentiation has already
appeared inside the villages, many of which grow only cash crops for exports.
Thailand has become an integral part of the capitalist world system. The Nidhi
school has been proposed by Professor Nidhi Aeurivongse of Chiangmai University.
The essence of this school is that the Thai Sakdina state has great
adaptability. It has continuously incorporated the bourgeois culture into it at
a great extent. Thus the Thai system has been continuously changing, although
little by little. It was changing towards capitalism even before the opening of
the country to free trade in 1855.
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